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Roy Clouser

ALTHOUGH THE HEGELIAN and Marxist forms of historig€m are now out
of fashion, scholars in a variety of fields aregaetly endorsing new forms of the
theory. In fact, the influence of historicism hgsead with such amazing rapidity
that its concomitant relativism is fast becoming thlV infection of the
contemporary scene.

The central claim of historicism is that all theasj traditions,
interpretations, and most - if not all - concepig nothing more than cultural artifacts
of a particular time and place. Since they are ame all human creations, none of
them can claim to be true in the sense of corredimgnto reality. On this view,
virtually everything from reports of present pertep to 1 + 1 = 2 are taken to
be en totohistorically conditioned artifacts of human culture

This essay will first examine some of the key claiaf historicism as a
theory of knowledge, and offer a critical respots¢hem. It will do this selectively
rather than in great detail, considering only teatcal claims that lie at the heart of
all its varieties. These claims are found to f#ilwill then focus on one of its most
virulent varieties, namely, its combination witragmatism as advocated by Richard
Rorty. This combination is examined and found tcebeally as internally

incoherent as the older versions.

Two Senses of the Term “History”

ltis a tautology that everything (other than Godjisdory if “history” is used to mean
the totality of all that has been and will be im#&. But in that case the word would -
confusingly - mean the same as “the universe,”rasibric-ism would not comprise an
interesting or informative theory about human exgece and knowledge. The only
way it can be a genuinely interpretative hypothésiié the term “historicism”

derives from another meaning of history, one whiohnotes the human power to
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form culture and which is the subject of the diticip called history. The historian
does not studgverythingthat has ever happened for the simple reasons Ihao:

do so would take as a long as the past took toldngnd 2) most of what has
happened is unimportant. Unimportant to what? Teodbvelopment of a given
culture, which is therefore a more precise desionipof what the study of history is
about. This is why a historian does want to underdtthe conditions, causes, and
effects of, say, Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicothe bubonic plague of the 13th
century, but not of whether you or | got a raisst kgear. Whether we got raises is
very important to us and our families, but madeuatly no difference to the
direction of the development of our culture.

At bottom, then, culture means any product of thenan power to control
the environment. It includes control over othergumers so as to give form to their
social existence, and control over nature so @gv® new form to the materials,
sounds, colors, etc., that already eXisi.this sense languages, social
organizations, sciences, technology, arts, asagddlll artificial objects, are cultural
products and history is the study which aims at@&gng their development. With
this distinction between the two senses of “histanymind, we may say that
Historicism is the theory which claims that histanythe narrower sense, the sense of
culture-formation, is the sole interpretive standpérom which history in its all-
encompassing sense is to be understood. This isMéurice Mandlebaum has
characterized the theory as “a genetic model ofaamqtion which attempts to base

all evaluation on the nature of the historical {até-forming) process itself”

Earlier in this century, Wilhelm Dilthey praisedigitheory as “the last step

to the liberation of man.” He said:

The historical consciousness of the finitenessvefyehistorical phenomenon,
every human or social condition, and of the reistiaf every kind of belief, is
the last step in the liberation of man.

By its means man attains to the sovereign powappoopriate the
contents of every experience, to throw himselfrelytinto it, unprejudiced, as if
there were not any system of philosophy or belikiclv could bind men. Life
becomes free from conceptual knowledge; the mindines sovereign with

2 Cf. Dooyeweerd’s remarks i New Critique of Theoretical ThougRtesbyterian & Reformed P@o . ,
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regard to all the cobwebs of dogmatic thought. M&rare confronted with
something that cannot be spirited away. And, iftrashto relativity, the continuity
of the creative force asserts itself as the mestnial historical fact.

The liberation of which Dilthey speaks in this gaeias the same as that which had
been sought by Kant: liberation from the advancethe natural sciences that
seemed to threaten humans with being but littlesdoghe great cosmic machinery.
For if humans are wholly determined products ofd@n natural causes, then their
alleged freedom of thought and will, their creatyyiand their moral responsibility,
are but illusions. The way to defeat the threaswth naturalistic determinism,
says Dilthey, is to see concepts and sciences m&hwultural products. So
whereas the threat is that we are the creationintl matural forces, historicism’s
solution is to turn the tables. It claims, with pest to both God and nature that it
is we who have made them, and not they who haveemusd In this way

Dilthey presses as far as possible toward the gbabncluding that all experience
and knowledge are never of any independently exgsteality, but only of cultural
forms we have created.

Dilthey’s historicism is therefore best understas(yet) another version
of Kant’s transcendental idealism. In place of gatécal concepts which humans
impose unconsciously on sensation so as to crbateorld we experience, he holds
that these concepts too are our own creationsn§ead of having to defend a
particular set of concepts as privileged becausessary and beyond our control,
historicism holds that it is only the human powé&control (“the continuity of the
creative force”) which is in a privileged positidim contrast to relativity.” It is the
one exception because it is the force which creataoncepts of the natural world,
the social world, the sciences, the arts, religibekefs, etc., as well as all other
competing epistemological hypotheses about howterpret the nature of experience

and knowledge.

A Critique of Historicism

But one has only to state such a theory to se@ed that it generates the most
grievous difficulties. As noted above, historicisvelcomes the result that all

statements of belief are products of the human pdwvereate them. It holds this
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not just in the obvious and trivial sense that camcepts and beliefs have been
formed by us, but in the vastly different sense thep far as we can ever know -
their content is wholly our invention. Thus eventimahysics, and biology are
reflections of our own desires, needs, and prefsgemather than discoveries of the
way the world is. Historicism welcomes this becaiigeuman cultural activity
producesdts objects (the way Kant’s categories did), noaapt of natural order
can be thought to stand over against humans amrdrdiete what they are.
Consequently human freedom is preserved.

But such a position also entails that no beliest@atement of a belief can be
known to be true in the sense of correspondingetdity, so that every opinion has
the same ground as any other. Indeed, Dilthey Hirsag this clearly when he said:

The historical world-view has broken the last chrahyet broken by
philosophy and natural science. Everything is fl@ynothing remains. But where are the
means to conquer the anarchy of opinions whichttns us?

In fact, this difficulty is even more critical thddilthey seems to have
realized. For in this way of attempting to save lamnfreedom from the
domination of “conceptual knowledge” and the “colins’®of dogmatic theories,
every belief whatevas relativized to the human power to form it. Th&idulty with
this is that if all beliefs are on equal footingchese none can be known to
correspond to what they purport to be about, tbisctusion would have to apply to
the theory of historicism itself! Historicism, toaccording to historicism, is just
one more story we invent without ever having any waknow that it does or
doesn’t correspond to reality. In that case hisism fails as a theory of human
experience and knowledge because it is self-refelgnincoherent in the strong
sense: when applied to itself it requires thatanmot be true in precisely the sense in
which it claims to be true.

Of course it is open to a defender of historicigntryy to meet this
difficulty head-on by arguing that while atherclaims to knowledge are cultural
artifacts constructed for our own purposes, ther®s of historicism alone is not.
Perhaps Dilthey had this rejoinder in mind whersasl that the creative force
stands in contrast to all that is relative; perhapsneant to except not only the force

itself but also théeliefthat it is what creates all else. But what couldgibly be
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said to defend this claim that would not be forte@ssume many other types of
statements as true in the sense historicism deAirgargument for it would have to
regard the logical principles of reasoning, stateta@bout the natural world, number
beliefs, and much about the rise and nature ofudagg as also corresponding to
reality. For example, it would have to be able $sext that there is onlyne
statement which is not historically relative (thatement of the historicist claim), an
the fact that there is only one would have to bevedd tologically en tailthat there
are no others. If such beliefs are tacitly assunadiger than explicitly defended,
historicism can avoid self-referential incohereedy at the price of being self-
assumptively incoherent: the unstated assumptiéiseoargument would be
incompatible with the claim the argument is defergdiThus historicism is either
false because it cancels itself or false becaugalafense of it has to assume what
it denies.

In fact, | know of no version of historicism thaves not admit into itself
beliefs it takes to correspond to reality. It isimhy by smuggling such incompatible
facts, claims, and their evidences, and by equiwogan the two senses of “history”
distinguished at the outset of this essay, thabhism has managed to disguise its
intrinsic incoherence. It acquires deceptive plaigy by making use of
nonhistorical knowledge and passing it off as hist in the trivial sense thatur
acquisition of it has a historyather than in the crucial sense that it is whaéetdze
creation of the historical process. In other woeddeast part of what historicism throws
out the front door with great fanfare, it smugglesck in through the servant’'s
entrance without so much as an acknowledgement. shimgggling integrates into
what is supposed to be a purely historical accaafnknowledge, other sorts of
knowledge which are relied on as true, independ&nthe process of culture-
formation. The smuggling is cloaked by declaringttthe other kind of knowledge
is part of history. But, as | said, the trick isaththis is only allowed in the trivial
sense that iarisesin a cultural context rather than in the radicatdiicist sense of
beingnothing more than a cultural artifacthe result is that the additional sorts of
knowledge are utilized under the pretext that tlaeg nothing but history while
they are actually treated as though they correspomeality in just the way historicism
denies we can ever know anything to corresponeadbty - with the possible exception
of our own power to create culture.

Consider but one outstanding example of this smuaggthat of the



historicist Oswald Spengler. Spengler declaresntifie knowledge to be entirely
dependent on, and determined by, the morphologitatacteristics of each cultute:

... In the eyes of the historically-minded theren$ya history of phyiss. All its
systems do not appear to him as right or wronghistarically, psychologically
conditioned by the character of the period and ropless perfectly
representative of it.

The same holds true for math as for physics, sagn§er:

There are more arithmetical worlds than one bectngse are more kinds of
culture than one. In the course of history we Bggtems of number that differ
from civilization to civilization ... each... symlioees a particular kind of validity

that is, also scientifically, exactly restrictedh type of culture.

First, | cannot resist the observation thatorically the latter claim is factually false.
That people have symbolized quantities differehlg nothing to do with whether
mathematicalalidity changes from culture to culture. Whether we add3Land
get 6 with Arabic numerals or we add | and V antd\gein Roman numerals, the
guantitative truth obtained is irrelevant to thenbpls representing it and | know of no
culture that ever got a different sum for 1 + 5t Buat aside, notice the blatant
self-assumptive incoherency of Spengler’s claint thare is more than one
arithmetic because there is more than one cultugenust use the concept of number
(“one”) in order to express his claim. So while biaim says that all number
concepts are culturally relative, he also claim&now it is factually true that there
is more tharoneculture!

A similar fate befalls his claim that we cannot nphysical reality but
only the history of physics. How does he know thare other cultures? How can he
know they have distinct histories? Isn’t it becapbégsical cultural artifacts and
documents are unearthed? Isn’t it because his palybbdy can travel through
space to other places and observe physical housass, clothing, and read the
writings of those who live there? But how can h@krthose things if there is no
knowledge of physical objects which is distinctrfrdis own culturally determined
thought?

It is worth noticing at this point that historicisalso commits a third
incoherency which is perhaps more subtle and apetoverlooked. In addition to

being self-referentially and self-assumptively ihecent, the theory is also self-
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performatively incoherentThis means that it is incompatible with eithertats or
an activity of the thinker that is needed to fotme theory. To borrow and recast a
Marxist expression, the theory is incompatible witthe means of its production.”
The activity in point is the act of abstraction uegd to differentiate the historicist
standpoint for interpreting experience and knowkeétrgm all other rival standpoints.
Historicists readily acknowledge that there araristandpoints, of course, and are
at one in rejecting them. Such alternative canéisldr the basic nature of
experience and knowledge include: numbers and tb&tions (Pythagoras), ideal
forms (Plato, Aristotle), physical matter (Hobb&snart, Churchland), clear and
distinct ideas (Descartes), feelings and sensa{iBeskeley, Hume, Mill), sensory
forms plus logical categories (Kant), to name béswa.

The standard strategy employed by epistemologiezdries has been to
defend a candidate for the essential nature of kexbge in one of two ways. The
first is to argue that all knowledge igenticalwith the kind favored by the theory, so
that there really are no rival candidates. The sdcalows that there are other kinds
of knowledge but argues that the kind of knowledmored by the theory is the
one all other kindslependon. Logical abstraction is obviously indispensatoldoth
forms of this strategy since it is the activity Which the various aspects of
experience are distinguished, and is thus a prationdor identifying any of them
as the sole or basic nature of knowledge. And Histem is no exception to this.
From the entire welter of all we experience andsée know, historicism abstracts
and postulates culture-forming as the key to urtdeding it all and defends that
selection by arguing that all its possible rivate aither identical with history or
dependent on it.

It appears, however, that the very process of attitig is incompatible with
any claim that all knowledge has only a culturad@tter, so that the first form of the
standard strategy is self-performatively incoherd@iiis is because it makes no sense to
claim that all experience and knowledge &ientical with history when the very
activity of abstracting it shows there is more tor anitial experience than just that
aspect of it. If not, from what was culture-formialgstracted? From a purely descriptive
standpoint, the objects of experience seem to @xhibny kinds of properties and

laws other than the historical, and we seem to henmvledge that corresponds to

" These three incoherencies are explained andriditest in more detail in my bookhe Myth of
Religious Neutralitf{Notre Dame Press, 1991) pp. 68 ff.



each kind. For example, we seem to have knowledgrich kinds of properties and
laws as: quantitative, spatial, physical, biotiensory, logical, historical, economic,
aesthetic, and ethical. How could all thesenia¢hing morethan the power to form
culture if that power can be abstractively distisged from them? To put the same point
another way: how could anythidgvea history if everything is history? It appears,ithe
that historicism can only be plausible in its setéorm: it will have to argue that while
experience and knowledge are multiform, the otherd& of knowledge depend
entirely on the historical kind while the historickbes not depend on them.

Still, the act of abstraction needed to distingutsé kind of knowledge that
is basic to all other kinds is as incompatible wiis second form of the strategy as
it was with the first. Since the heart of the setdorm is to show that one kind of
knowledge is independent of all others, the clauggests an obvious experiment
in thought (a “Gedanke”): if a particular kind ohdéwledge is supposed to be
independent of all other kinds, let us try to cameeof it that way. For if no such
independence can as much as be conceived thenairdg cannot be justified. So
let us now try to abstract the historical proceésslf and conceive of it in total
isolation from all the other ways of experiencingdaknowing. When | try this |
find that once we really strip from our idea oftoiyy every reference to quantity,
space, matter, life, sensation, logic, languageiasoelations, and values, there is
literally nothing left. There is nothing which calihavea history, so the very idea of
“historical process” itself loses all meanifg.

But if this is right - if we cannot so much as ceive of the historical
process and historical knowledge apart from theep#inds of knowledge - how
can it be argued that it is really independenthaf test? How can it be shown that
the “continuity of the creative force” is the faotwhich all (other) beliefs are to be
relativized? Once again, it appears that any juwsiifon for such a claim would have
to appeal to other kinds of knowledge; kinds histiem says do not correspond to
reality!

| conclude, therefore, that historicism is selffpematively incoherent in
addition to being self-referentially and self-asguively incoherent. Moreover,

these incoherencies appear to lie at the heatieohistoricist claim and not merely
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to attack what is dispensable to it or peculiaryaol this or that version of it.
Consequently, | further conclude that historicisiisfas an epistemology. It needs to
be an exception to its own claim, can only be ddézhby arguments that assume
beliefs incompatible with that claim, and cannadtjiy the status it confers on
culture-forming power owing to the very activity abstraction needed to
distinguish that power in the first place. For thesasons, historicism’s claim to
have found that the essential nature of all knogée$ historical is destroyed. We
cannot have any ground for taking it to be eithex only kind of knowledge or

the kind on which all other forms of knowledge depe

Can Pragmatism Save Historicism?

In recent years Richard Rorty has urged that pragmacan be combined with
historicism in a way that provides a fuller accoofknowledge than either can do
alone. He thinks that by forgoing any attempt toedaine truth, and substituting
the idea of what is practically beneficial instepdagmatism corrects what has been
wrong with philosophy and science from their inéept This leads him to reassert
the noncorrespondence thesis in a stronger formerdés for Dilthey no
statements can be known to correspond to reaktgept those of historicisiRorty
extends the claim to every statement whatever:

For the pragmatist, true sentences are not traibethey correspond to reality,

and so there is no need to worry about what sogality, if any, a given

sentence corresponds to - no need to worry abaatt‘wiakes” it true... He

drops the notion of truth as correspondence wilityealtogether, and says

that modem science does not enable us to copedadtaarresponds, it just
plain enables us to cope.

Thus:

There is no method for knowinghenone has reached the truth, or when one is
closer to it than before. (p. 165, 166)

In conjunction with the pragmatist substitutionusfefulness for truth, Rorty also
advocates what he calls the “ubiquity of languad@y"this he means two things: (1)
that language is entirely our own creation, andtlg2 we experience and know only

what language makes possible. He says:

° Rorty, R.:Consequences of Pragmatidoniversity of Minnesota Press, 1982, pp. xvi, x¥il other
guotes from this work will be cited by page numbethe text rather than in notes.



The ubiquity of language is a matter of languageingpinto the vacancies left

by the failure of all the various candidates f@ position of “natural starting-

points” of thought, starting-points which are prioiand independent of the way

some culture speaks or spoke. (p. xx)
In this connection he cites with approval thinkkescalls “prophets of the ubiquity
of language” who make such remarks as: “Human e&pee is essentially
linguistic” (Gadamer), and “...all awareness ofteds entities - indeed even of
particulars - is a linguistic affair” (Sellers) (gx). At even greater length he quotes
Peirce’s assertion that “man makes the word, aedsmbrd means nothing that the
man has not made it mean ...But since man can thitik by means of words or
other external symbols, these might turn aroundsayd You mean nothing we have
not taught you...”(p. xx). The consequence of thislear, says Rorty:

[On this view) criteria are seen as ...temporasimg-places constructed for
specific utilitarian ends. On the pragmatist ac¢oareriterion (what follows
from the axioms, what the needle points to, whaistatute say$3 a criterion
because some particular social practice neededi he road of inquiry, halt
the regress of interpretations, in order to getetbimg done. (p. xli)

Thus:
[There is] no criterion that we have not createthecourse of creating a
practice, no standard of rationality that is noappeal to such a criterion, no
rigorous argumentation that is not obedience tooaur conventions. (p. xlii)
To accept such a radical view is no easy task,yRadtnits:

Can the ubiquity of language ever really be talexioasly? Can we ever see
ourselves as never encountering any reakigept under a chosen
description..as making worlds rather than finding them? (p. x}xi

It should be clear even from these brief commehnéd Rorty thinks historicism
can succeed by appealing to pragmatic needs andhigating reasons for culture-
creation, and to language as the means by whichrdetion is accomplished. So
while the first part of his position reasserts thé pragmatist claim that the notion
of truth is to be replaced by that of usefulnels,latter part takes the form of a
hypothetical syllogism about language:

1. If all we ever experience and know is determibhgdanguage and

2. if language itself is our own creation,

3. then all we ever experience and know is our oveation.

Let’s examine the argument about language firse fitst premise of the
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argument is what Rorty calls the “ubiquity of lara@e,” and what he expresses
by the phrase “language goes all the way down. rélege, | think, reasons to
suppose this claim is false. Take, for exampleasedn which you and | are in
the woods collecting mushrooms. You have explaiteeche how to discriminate
the poisonous from the edible ones, and we ardarmobnly the edible ones and
putting them into a basket. The whole while, howewee are discussing
Beethoven’s 5th Symphony so that our language ex@gdas completely
occupied with the innovative nature of that composi- say, its introduction of
trombones in the last movement. The fact thatighisossible shows that | have
acquired a logical concept of the difference betwtee edible and nonedible
mushrooms that is not identical with words, and theam employing that concept
all the while our linguistic exchange is about stimreg entirely different. | am
not thinking of the difference between the mushreamlanguage; | do not have
two conversations running simultaneously - one iaublic and the other private.
Rather, | am not thinking any words whatever altbhetmushrooms, though | am
recognizing their differences by perceiving thendemnthe guidance of a new
logical concept which enables us to pick out défered find in them.

There are other examples as well. If | invent a neme, for example,
and compose an accompaniment for it, that doesetptire me to think in words
at all. The tune and its harmonization depend upgrogically discriminating
pitches and conceiving of their arrangement, butupon thinking any words.
Notice that | am not saying that mushroom selectiotune inventiorcan't be
represented or discussed linguistically. They, BKehuman activities, have a
linguistic aspect or side to them. However, thesoadlave a nonlinguistic side, a
side that does not depend entirely on language texperienced.

Thus the claim that language creates our experigppears false. But more
than that, it appears incompatible with pragmatisor. how can language create
our experience if it was itself invented to satiphagmatic needs? Wouldn't we
have to experience and know at least some of tedxef life in order to develop
a language that could deal with them? Or are weeteve that there really are no
poisonous and edible mushrooms - that this is ardgeation of our language? Don’t
we learn to discriminate that difference and embibdly language because we've
alreadyfoundthat some mushrooms cause death? More than thaldwipeople

have too have experienced things already in oméhink of the very idea of
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representing them symbolically? The point is thatdentral claim of pragmatism -
the idea of substituting pragmatic value for trugiresupposes the priority of
experience and logical thought to language. For bowld peoplé&knowwhat

their pragmatic needs are unless they already expezd them and had formed
concepts and beliefs about them? And how could #reyw themselves to be
happier with one way of meeting those needs thatham unless they experienced
and knew their own internal states? But in thatc&sowing such things would
have to precede the formation of ways to presenadter them, and thus precede
the creation of language as one of those ways.

What is morepoththe pragmatic claim and that about the ubiquity of
language appear incompatible with Rorty’s noncgroesience thesis which claims
we are totally unable to know that any belief ewerresponds to reality. (This is
aside from the fact that the noncorrespondencencisialso self- referentially
incoherent sincé is supposed to correspond to the way we and ouergempce
really are!) For if nothing we can affirm can bedsto correspond to reality, then
the ubiquity of language can’t be said to do sal aaither can pragmatism. Rorty
himself says that pragmatic value consists in @&belr action making us “happier
than we now are.” But if we cannot know any statete correspond to reality, we
cannot ever know that we are happy, how happy we @r how our present
happiness compares to that of any other time. Thesioncorrespondence claim is
not only incompatible with pragmatism and the uligof language, but simply
appears false: are we really to believe that weremamrknow our own internal
states? Don’t | even know that | feel happy or thigel a pain in my left knee, for
example? (How could | possibly be wrong about stithgs?) Nevertheless, Rorty
appears to believe that the ubiquity of languaggthe noncorrespondence thesis
support both one another and pragmatism, whichrim $upports historicism!

Given the internal quicksands this theory createstéelf, one is left to
wonder what could induce Rorty or anyone else tlaho How could it possibly
be defended? One possible answer might be thadpgpsoach is a matter of
intuitive insight rather than argument, so that eitéer sees it or one doesn't.
Interestingly, Rorty flatly rejects this possiblesaver by the comments he makes
about the role of intuition in the debate betweangelf and the realist. He says:

What really needs debate between the pragmatishariatuitive realist isiot
whether we have intuitions to the effect that ‘tirig more than assertability”
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[etc.]. Of coursewe have such intuitions. How could we escape hatieig? We
have been educated within an intellectual traditioitt around such claims ...
But it begs the question between the pragmatisteatigt to say that we must find a
view which “captures” such intuitions. The pragrstis urging that we do our
best tostop havingsuch intuitions, that we develop a new intellectzlition.

What strikes intuitive realists as offensive abibig suggestion is that it
seems as dishonest to suppress intuitions as pyesgexperimental data... This
view ... presupposes either that, contrary to theplpets of the ubiquity of
language, language does not go all the way downthat, contrary to
appearances, all vocabularies are commensurabéefifBh alternative amounts
to saying that some intuitions, at least, mo¢ afunction of the way one has
been brought up to talk, of the texts and peopkehas encountered. (p. XxX)

Here we hit a bedrock metaphysical issue: can oee &peal to non-
linguistic knowledge in a philosophical argument?That is just the issue about
the status of intuitions which ... is the real essfietween the pragmatist and the
realist. (p Xxxvi)

There are no fast little arguments to show thatthee no such things as
intuitions - arguments which are themselves basesbmethingstronger than
intuitions. For the pragmatist ... thaly argument for thinking that intuitions ...
should be eradicated is that the intellectual iadio which they belong has not
paid off, is more trouble than it is worth, hasdi®e an incubus ... a dogmatism
of intuitions is no worse, or better, than the pmagst’s inability to give non-
circular arguments. (p. Xxxvii)

The surprise here is that instead of saying theatehlist has one set of intuitions while
he has another, Rorty speaks as though only thistreas them while he has freed
himself from them! Thus it is only fair to point bthat not only has Rorty left
himself no other ground for his historicistic praagimm as a whole, but that he still
appeals to specific intuitions in his own accouhh® position. For example, he
claims that it would “beg the question” if the ristlwere to insist that the job of
philosophy is to “capture” our intuitions. But whist wrong with begging the
guestion? Is it wrong because it results in an limvargument according to the
rules of logic? Are not those rules themselves pedsintuitively? Surely they
are not the conclusions of inferences. It seenes,ttihat Rorty’s position is not one
of eschewing all intuitions and resting only ongareatic needs in a language-created
world. Rather, it is one of accepting his own intitois about pragmatism and the

ubiquity of language.

What is worse in this connection is that it appeRosty reserves the

intellectual right to appeal to intuitions abougio when it pleases him to do
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so, while denying those same principles to reahgtgnever it pleases him to
do that. In fact, this tactic recurs frequentlytive form of attempts to defend
the ubiquity of language thesis not by appealibg ifs pragmatic usefulness,
but by appealing to “facts” - facts which could @ known if the ubiquity of
language and the noncorrespondence theses werebvea as seemingly
unobjectionable a statement as the following dtes i

[The intuitive realist] may say ... that languages not go all the way down

- that there is a kind of awareness of facts whghot expressible in
language and which no argument could render dubi@oisxxxv)

This is part of Rorty’s case that no one can ptinany awareness of anything
that is not linguistically determined, and thatd@a render doubtful any attempt
to do so. But notice that it assumes he can, afteknow what he and others
are sayingn reality, and that his knowing what is being said is not vifnol
determined by his language nor being accepted &s merely because he prefers
to think it will make him happier to do so.

Nor is the rest of that quote anything we shoutdRerty get away with.
Why would the intuitive realist have to say whatriaascribes to him in order to
deny that language “goes all the way down” (creatg@sexperience)? Why think
that believing perceptions and concepts are prdationd for the development of
language implies that our experience of the worttbad us need be both
inexpressible and infallible? Who ever seriouslyidheed perception to be
infallible? And why would the realist have to thisk in order to hold that
language reflects rather than creates the world9,\Whorder to hold that there is
a nonlinguistic side to our awareness of facts, ld@urealist have to say that
what is known in that way must be “inexpressibldanguage?” What we
experience by perception, e.g., appears to besjudt a direct awareness of facts,
an awareness that has nonlinguisticsides as walllimguistic side. Isn’t that the
whole point of language: that it can and does regmeand express symbolically
the nonlinguistic sides of experience? Besides,tdorimals also perceive the
world around them? Don’t they manage that with@unguage? Or are we really
to believe that animals and their behaviors areetygrroducts of the way we’ve
chosen to speak - that we can’t really know theeesaich beings at all?

At times Rorty seems bent on holding his positiofjuist such an
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extreme form, a form requiring that all our expexde is no more than
an internal virtual reality show programmed by tarrguage:

... the only intuition we have of the world detaning truth is just the intuition that
we must make our new beliefs conform to a vast lmbgjatitudes, unquestioned
perceptual reports and the like. (pp. 13, 14)

... the time may have come to recapture Deweyeasuiralized” version of
Hegel's historicism. In this historicist vision gtlarts, the sciences, the sense of
right and wrong, and institutions of society aréattempts to embody or formulate
truth or goodness or beauty. They are attemptsite problems - to modify our
beliefs and desires and activities in ways thdtiwithg us greater happiness than we
now have. (p. 16)

Dewey thought that if scientific inquiry could beesm as adapting and
coping rather than as copying ... we would be @@ notions like Derrida’s
- that language is not a device for representiatitye but a reality in which we
live and move. (pp. 86, 87)

Taken neat, and as the whole story, this view setonbe as internally
incoherent as anything one could imagine. Onceragaw could language and
science arise as tools for solving problems unpeblems were already logically
distinguished and conceived? How can we judge wimatid make us happier than we
are unless at least some concepts correspond lityPeBut perhaps Rorty does not
mean for this extreme form of historico-pragmatitnbe taken neat and as the
whole story. There are places where he seems tio d&ay from that position and
actually concedes that language does not “go alMthy down.” For example:

The great fallacy of the tradition, the pragmatisiaus, is to think that the
metaphors of vision, correspondence, mapping, ipctuand representation
which apply to small routine assertions walpply to large and debatable
ones. (p. 164 - emphasis mine)

The way in which a properly-programmed speaker cainelp

believing that the patch before him is redmasinalogy for the mormteresting

and controversial beliefs which provoke epistemigkalgeflection. (p. 165)
This may be a step in the right direction, butsiunclear how it is to be related to
the more frequently made claims that all is histally relative (in which case so is
this concession), that language creates our expeziéwith which this concession is
inconsistent), that no belief can be known to cgpnd to reality (with which this
concession is inconsistent), and that all belieésheld only on grounds of pragmatic
usefulness (with which this concession is also msistent).

Anyway, how could this weaker version of his claibesdefended? Is it

not just as self-referentially incoherent as thersg version? For example, why
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should we think that it is only our large-scaledhes that are all determined by our
language when this claim is itself parthaf large scale theory? Is not the weaker
version still insisting that large-scale controvalsheories cannot ever be known
to correspond to reality? And why, then, shouldadept a pragmatic view of the
whole of life when that is also a large-scale epistlogically controversial belief
and not one of the “small routine assertions” whilghconcedes may be immune
from the radical relativism he otherwise advocates?

Finally, consider one last example of the way netdrical knowledge is
smuggled into the discussion and taken to corregpomeality. Rorty says:

There is no method for knowinghenone has reached the truth, or when one

is closer to it than before... If we give up thiph... we may gain a renewed sense

of community. Our identification with our communityis heightened when

we see this community asirsrather thamature’s, shaped, rather thdound,

one among many which men have made. In the enldat mvatters is our

loyalty to other human beings clinging togetheiraiahe dark, not our hope of

getting things right. (p. 166)

Notice that it takes as more than a linguistic camtion and as corresponding to
reality, the fact that we are “huddled against dlaek” (even though it starts by
saying we never know we have any truth). This letak be a reference to all that
is life threatening. If that is right, then anothere of Rorty’s intuitions is that the
basic facts obiologyare not merely our construction, not just “stonestell our-
selves.” We really do need air, food, water, anelt@r. We really do die. And our
survival really does depend on mutual cooperation.

The epistemological issue here is obvious: howwarknow to pick biology
and enshrine it as reality but reject the sameustir physics? Why does biology
correspond to reality but not mathematics? By wirderion can we count on
biological “stories” but not on those about the enant God made with Abraham?
The answer cannot be the traditional pragmatic 6meyorks,” for two reasons.
First, because Rorty said thadt criteria are our own inventions to get done some-
thing we want done. In that case the pragmatiecah too will be his own arbitrary
invention created in order to make his theory |beltter. Second, because any
attempt to show his view really has practical adages will have to require many

other pieces of information and many other belefgaken as true - not just useful -
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in order to establish that it has those advantages.

| conclude, therefore, that Rorty’s four main the&sgragmatism, ubiquity
of language, noncorrespondence thesis, and higoricfar from mutually
supporting one another are related in such a wayitlany one is true the others
can’t be. If pragmatic usefulness is a genuinesdon for belief and action, then
what we believe about it must correspond to reaitgd be more than a linguistic
convention or it could not supply our most basicvstal needs. At the same time,
if pragmatic usefulness is the genuine guidedibthought and belief, it would have
to be for the development of language as wellwhich case language could not be
the creator of all experience. At the same timéanifguage does create all
experience, then historicism itself is no more thdmguistic convention, and no
supposed pragmatic value could correspond to adyneed. Meanwhile, if the
noncorrespondence thesis is taken seriously theryefaim to pragmatic value, the
ubiquity of language, and historicism all fail te the way things really are.

Therefore | find that Rorty has failed to rescugtdricism from the
incoherencies native to it. Its central claims stift self-referentially, self-
assumptively, and self-performatively incoherent &orty’s additions to them only

compound the difficulties by being mutually incastsnt.
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